The Startling Reality of Food Insecurity and Its Connection to Cancer: A Global Perspective and Potential Strategies to Break the Chain Reaction
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Food insecurity refers to the lack of access to sufficient and nutritious food that meets essential needs. Approximately 17% to 55% of cancer patients grapple with food insecurity, defined as the insufficient continuous access to nourishing and safe foods necessary for a healthy life1. For these patients, a cancer diagnosis presents unique challenges, as their limited flexibility in food acquisition and preparation hinders the management of common cancer-related symptoms such as anorexia, parosmia, dysgeusia, nausea, diarrhoea, and dysphagia. Additionally, adherence to therapy becomes a struggle for food-insecure cancer patients, impacting their quality of life (QoL) and psychological well-being2. Despite being a significant social determinant of health, food insecurity is often overlooked among cancer patients, lacking systematic screening. The "food is medicine" initiative proposes integrating nutrition-based interventions into patient-healthcare provider interactions3. This concept supports interventions like medically-tailored meals, co-locating food pantries in health centres, and close collaboration with local food banks. While medically-tailored groceries and meals can be made available at low or no cost through various funding sources, research on the initiative's impact is limited. The "food is medicine" initiative underscores the need for further investigation, including understanding the comparative efficacy of interventions on physical, social, and mental health outcomes, as well as healthcare utilization. Research gaps also extend to exploring the effects in different medical circumstances and phases of treatment, and determining the optimal intensity and duration of support. Cancer centres, equipped with resources, can address food insecurity by collaborating with government and non-government organizations to provide integrated and equitable care, potentially improving cancer care outcomes. Experts emphasize the necessity for more research to identify when food insecurity is most likely to occur, understand its influence on conventional cancer therapy outcomes, and assess the long-term impact of mitigation efforts, outlining key considerations for clinical programs and promoting best practices1.

1. Raber M, Jackson A, Basen-Engquist K, et al. Food insecurity among people with cancer: Nutritional needs as an essential component of care. J Natl Cancer Inst. 2022;114(12):1577-1583. doi:10.1093/jnci/djac135
2. Simmons, L. A., Modesitt, S. C., Brody, A. C., & Leggin, A. B. (2006). Food insecurity among cancer patients in kentucky: a pilot study. Journal of oncology practice, 2(6), 274–279. https://doi.org/10.1200/JOP.2006.2.6.274
3. Downer S, Berkowitz SA, Harlan TS, et al. Food is medicine: Actions to integrate food and nutrition into healthcare. BMJ. 2020;369:m2482. doi:10.1136/bmj.m2482
